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WESTERN POWER — OUTAGES — GENERATOR PROGRAM 

Grievance 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Leader of the Opposition) [9.20 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for 
Energy, Hon Ben Wyatt, MLA, and is on behalf of some small business owners in my electorate who have recently 
been financially impacted because of work completed by Western Power. 

The Pollocks own and run both McDonald’s Riverton and McDonald’s Willetton. Earlier this year, they received 
notification from Western Power that there would be a scheduled power outage on 7 March affecting McDonald’s 
Riverton, with the power supposedly out from 8.30 pm until 6.00 am the following day. The reality was that the 
electricity supply did not return until 11.45 am, apparently because a pole was damaged during work, which 
delayed electricity being restored. The work I refer to in this grievance was not carried out specifically for 
McDonald’s Riverton; it was for the system more widely. The cost of hiring a generator for the duration of the 
outage was $4 350 and an additional $430 was spent on extra fuel due to the delay in restoring power. The financial 
assistance provided to the Pollocks by Western Power equalled a reimbursement of $1 000, which took 30 days to 
process. Although I understand their claim was not originally accepted, after much appealing, the Pollocks were 
able to subsequently secure a reimbursement of $430 for the fuel. A few weeks later on 26 March, McDonald’s 
Riverton lost about another $1 000 in sales when the electricity unexpectedly went out from approximately 
3.40 pm until 4.30 pm. In addition to the loss of business, it put at risk the stock and I understand that they had to 
dispose of some product. 

It did not end there for the Pollocks. Unfortunately, their business operations were further interrupted on 19 April 
when there was yet another planned outage between 10.00 pm and 4.00 am so that Western Power could replace 
another pole. Once again, a generator was needed. However, this time the Pollocks were informed that their 
business, which uses more than 160 megawatts of electricity per annum, was now ineligible to receive assistance 
under the generator contribution scheme. I do not know why they would have received it two months before, but 
they were now ineligible. They therefore would not be able to receive any financial assistance from Western Power. 
Consequently, the Pollocks decided to close the store as it did not make economic sense to stay open, which denied 
them the business of thousands of dollars in sales. In addition, staff were put off during the period. 

As a former Minister for Energy, I understand the amount of work that Western Power employees put into 
maintaining the state’s vast network with minimal disruption to businesses and residents. Every year, a significant 
amount of maintenance work is done, particularly on poles. The impact of power outages, however, especially on 
businesses, is something that needs to be reconsidered, specifically the assistance provided to help businesses 
contend with power outages. McDonald’s may be a large, global business and it is often used to symbolise 
multinationals, but the Pollocks are small business owners. They own two McDonald’s franchises in which they 
have invested considerable money and they employ a large number of people and provide a valuable service to 
our community. Indeed, they have recently invested over $1 million in refurbishing the Riverton McDonald’s. Just 
because their stores require a lot of electricity does not necessarily translate to being a profitable business that does 
not require assistance from Western Power. The notion that high power usage means no assistance will be provided 
is an illogical premise for Western Power. Their need for a relatively high amount of electricity means they have 
the most to lose when there is a power outage. 

I recognise that the Minister for Energy has responded to me previously in a letter outlining that although it is 
unlikely that a business that consumes more than 160 megawatts of electricity per annum will receive assistance, 
each business is considered on a case-by-case basis. This was contrary to advice the Pollocks received and means 
that they may still have been considered for funding. In his letter, the minister also highlighted Western Power’s 
advice that businesses that are highly dependent on a continual supply of electricity should consider their own 
contingency plans in readiness for outages. With respect, this is a strange commitment, and I had to read it twice 
to make sure that I read it correctly. How many businesses in today’s world are not highly dependent on a continual 
supply of electricity? Energy security is vital for business—just ask people who live in South Australia. Most small 
business owners cannot afford to have backup generators sitting there, ready to kick in if they lose power supply. 

This grievance is to highlight the real impact that two scheduled power outages and one unscheduled outage within 
a six-week period had on the Pollocks and their Riverton store. Cash flow is vitally important to their business, so 
members can imagine the effect it had, having to fork out $5 000 due to one scheduled power outage and then 
having to wait 30 days for a partial reimbursement of $1 000. The Pollocks then had to go through a further appeal 
process to gain a reimbursement for the $430 spent on additional fuel. To then go through two more outages within 
a short period further hit their cashflow. The Pollocks would like Western Power to consider providing a generator 
to small businesses to assist during scheduled power outages. These outages have cost them thousands of dollars 
and employees have lost work. Although I recognise that there are scenarios in which too many businesses would 
be impacted and therefore would restrict Western Power’s ability to provide generators, a scheme should be 
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considered to provide that assistance. Small businesses are the backbone of our economy and business owners 
such as the Pollocks take a significant risk and invest their money and the efforts of their family to see their dreams 
realised. If we are able to remove impediments such as those I have mentioned, then we should do so without 
hesitation. I would appreciate it if the Minister for Energy could take up this issue up to make sure small businesses 
do not have a similar experience in the future to what the Pollocks have encountered. 

I thank the house for its indulgence. 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park — Minister for Energy) [9.26 am]: I thank the Leader of the Opposition for 
his grievance. I will go through the information that I have, but feel free to interject if what I say is incorrect in 
some of the detail. This is obviously about Western Power’s generator hire or purchase contribution program. 
I will put most of this stuff on the record but the member will know, as a former Minister for Energy, that 
Western Power builds, maintains and operates a very large electricity network. All up, over the course of 
a 12-month period, Western Power schedules some 9 000 planned outages that impact customers everywhere—
not just small businesses, but residential customers as well. I assume the McDonald’s is open 24 hours? 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Yes, the Riverton one is open 24 hours. 

Mr B.S. WYATT: So, of course, at no point—particularly for small businesses—is it ever convenient. 
Western Power obviously has a process for planned outages to work to minimise the customer impact of these 
outages. However, it is never easy and the impact of those outages can never be completely eliminated, particularly 
in this scenario in which the business is open 24 hours a day and uses, I suspect, a fair amount of energy. 

The generator hire or purchase contribution program was implemented by Western Power to assist small business 
customers to manage the inconvenience of planned outages as part of its commitment to customer services. Eligible 
small businesses can receive a reimbursement of up to $1 000 to put towards the hire or purchase of a generator. 
This is intended as a good faith contribution rather than a means of complete cost recovery and it has never been, 
from my understanding, a cost recovery policy. It is about making a good faith contribution. I think this might 
answer one of the questions the Leader of the Opposition’s constituent has: the program is available only to 
small-use business customers, which is defined as those businesses that use less than 160 megawatts of electricity 
a year. 

Coming to the McDonald’s store referred to by the member, there were two planned outages on 7 March and 
19 April, but another one occurred later in March — 
Dr M.D. Nahan: There was one unplanned outage. 

Mr B.S. WYATT: One was unplanned. There were planned outages on 7 March and 19 April and the Leader of 
the Opposition said there was an unplanned outage on 26 March. The planned outage on 7 March was to replace 
four high-voltage power poles. This outage impacted about 200 customers. It was conducted at night, as the 
member said, from 8.30 pm to 6.00 am to try to minimise its impact. Similarly on 19 April, the outage was to 
replace a dual high voltage–low voltage power pole. It impacted 126 customers and was conducted at night, as the 
member indicated, from 10.00 pm to 4.00 am. Again, that was obviously to try to reduce the broader impact. 

Despite not technically being eligible for the program as the local McDonald’s store consumes more than 
160 megawatts of electricity a year, I understand that Western Power provided $1 000 towards generator hire or 
purchase for both power outages on 7 March on 19 April. I will check this because it was raised by the Leader of 
the Opposition. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: My understanding was they did provide one — 

Mr B.S. WYATT: On 7 March but not 19 April, yes. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Yes. 

Mr B.S. WYATT: Okay, I will get that checked. The advice I had was that the $1 000 was provided for both 
7 March and 19 April, but I will check that point. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: You did provide two reimbursements. Both of them were for the first outage. One was $1 000 
for the generator and then $430 for the fuel. 

Mr B.S. WYATT: Yes. The advice I have is that the $1 000 was for both. Even though they were not entitled to 
it under the policy, it was provided in any event. Further, as the 7 March outage ran over time due to the onsite 
challenge, which I suspect is the power pole issue to which the Leader of the Opposition referred, an additional 
payment of $467.11 was claimed by McDonald’s to cover generator fuel and it was also provided. I will check on 
whether there were two separate claims on 7 March and 19 April and whether the payment was for both; and, if 
not, why 19 April was not covered. There is no question that it impacted the local store but I make the point that 
I have not changed this policy. It has been around for many, many years, including, as the member knows, his time 
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as the energy minister. It is a policy that gets some general disaffection and when something like this happens, 
I receive letters around this. I will check on those points. 

I will make one final point. I will never commit to cost recovery because ultimately that would be a very large 
burden on the taxpayer when it is effectively the taxpayer trying to improve the efficiency of the network through 
Western Power’s planned outages. However, I understand that for small business in particular, especially those 
sorts of businesses that operate 27/4, perhaps the impact is greater than for residential users at home, who are 
probably asleep during that time and not using much power. I note that I am critiqued in this place for bringing in 
revenue sources that were not committed to during the election campaign, yet I am asked to make spending that 
I did not commit to during the campaign. This is something that has been on my desk for a while. Of course, 
I cannot do these sorts of things and review the support for businesses. The member is asking me to consider 
providing, without a funding source, a generator to small businesses when these incidents happen. I was going to 
look at this area ultimately if my foreign buyer surcharge made it through the Parliament. That is now probably 
not going to happen because of the intransigence of the Liberal and National parties. If it makes it through, I give 
the Leader of the Opposition a commitment that I will look at that; if it does not, I will not. That will be the 
Leader of the Opposition’s decision. If he does not give me a funding source to ensure that I can look at providing 
small businesses with the opportunity — 

Dr M.D. Nahan: This is not a general government issue. This comes out of the regulated asset base of 
Western Power. You know that you are being tricky. 

Mr B.S. WYATT: They do not. The Economic Regulation Authority does not allow this, so we cannot get it. It 
is not part of the regulated asset base, so I have to fund it. As the former energy minister knows, if my foreign 
buyer surcharge makes it through Parliament, I undertake to look at this to provide small businesses with a better 
source and a better recovery when these planned outages occur. When the Leader of the Opposition had rivers of 
revenue when he was Treasurer, he did nothing to change this. This policy has not changed in years, including 
when he was the energy minister. However, if I come up with a new revenue source through the foreign buyer 
surcharge, I can get foreign investors in property to help me support local businesses. 
 


	WESTERN POWER — OUTAGES — GENERATOR PROGRAM
	Grievance


